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PERCEIVED STRESS AND COPING AS
PREDICTORS OF HOPELESSNESS AND
PSYCHOLOGICAL DISTRESS DURING THE
COVID-19 PANDEMIC: IMPLICATIONS ON
SOCIAL POLICIES
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Abstract

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, hopelessness and psychological distress
have been observed globally. The present study investigates the predictive
factors of hopelessness and psychological distress among youth, specifically
university students. It was hypothesised that perceived stress and coping
predict this population’s hopelessness and psychological distress. A cross-
sectional survey was conducted using purposive sampling via social media
among 113 undergraduate students in Malaysian universities who were
active and registered for a minimum of one semester in 2020 and without any
psychological disorder diagnosis by a clinical psychologist or psychiatrist.
The results manifest that perceived stress and coping predict hopelessness
and social dysfunction, not anxiety/depression. These findings augment
past literature that has asserted that the COVID-19 pandemic has harmed
university students’ psychological health. The study can assist in developing
and improving programmes and interventions consisting of coping and stress
management elements to reduce hopelessness and psychological distress
among youth, consistent with Malaysia’s National Youth Development Policy
and Mental Health Policy.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, coping, hopelessness, perceived stress,
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Introduction

The COVID-19 has spread globally, pushing most countries to take adequate
measures to control the pandemic. The steps taken are lockdowns, bringing an
abrupt end to air, sea, and land transportation and travel. It has led to numerous
people being stranded in temporary destinations away from their hometowns, while
many others are trapped in their own homes (Sundarasen et al., 2020). The hasty
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lockdowns have affected youth, especially the university and college students who
face unprecedented interruptions to their traditional face-to-face learning methods.
The psychological and academic distress faced, coupled with the vulnerability of
tertiary students, are being heightened by the need to adhere to social distancing
and Emergency Remote Teaching and Learning (ERTL), which have been imposed
as a result of this pandemic (Grubic et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020).

In addition, research has established that anxiety and depression levels
among tertiary students have increased amid the current pandemic (Son et al., 2020;
Patwary et al., 2020; Elmer et al., 2020; Sundarasen et al., 2020). Son et al. (2020) and
Elmer et al. (2020) further contended that powerlessness, loneliness, and uncertainty,
are major contributory factors to the rise in depression levels among tertiary students
COVID-19-specific stressors are associated with changes in psychological health.
These certainly attest that the pandemic has adversely impacted social networking
and the mental health of the students.

Research has revealed that people perceive the pandemic as a stressful
experience and that perceived stress is generally higher than before the pandemic
(Flesia et al., 2020). Perceived stress can be defined as feelings or thoughts that
an individual has about how much stress he or she is under at a given point in
time (Roddenberry & Renk, 2010). Rossi et al. (2020) postulated that perceived stress
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic has increased and is even more apparent
andprevalentamongyoungadults. The researchers further arguedthat psychological
consequences, such as the increase in perceived stress, are associated with the
overabundance of information and misinformation due to the relentless pandemic.
Therefore, this study hopes to extend the knowledge on the psychological impact
on youth, specifically the undergraduate students in Malaysia, during the pandemic
by examining the predictive factors of hopelessness and psychological distress of
this population segment.

The current study can contribute to extending extant knowledge. According
to Malaysia’s National Youth Development Policy, the government has been planning
to provide knowledge-based training programmes, strengthen self-development,
and upgrade youth skills. Hence, the findings of this study can highlight the areas
or population segments that must be focused on, especially the university students
during the COVID-19 pandemic, in efforts to support them to manage their mental
health and cope with the current situation.

Few studies have assessed the adverse impacts of the pandemic on the
psychological health of tertiary students, an already vulnerable population (Grubic
et al.,, 2020; Son et al., 2020). Therefore, it is crucial to study the predictive factors of
hopelessness and psychological distress of the university student population during
the pandemic to improve Malaysia’s National Mental Health Policy. Furthermore,
although community-based treatment is highlighted in the Policy, no specific
strategies and guidelines are mentioned (Mubarak, 2003). Hence, the present study
can be employed as a reference point for the policy-makers in planning the strategies
and guidelines on community-based coping interventions and programmes to
strengthen the existing Policy and enhance youth’s psychological well-being.
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Literature Review

Main concepts

Perceived stress

Mental health issues such as perceived stress, anxiety, and depression, have
worsened for students after their studies at the university or college (Saeed et al.,
2016). After the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, studies (i.e., AlAteeq et al., 2020;
Son et al., 2020) have found that stress levels, as well as anxiety and depressive
symptoms, are increasing among this population, probably due to academic and
life difficulties (Kecojevic et al., 2020). In addition, it has also been found that higher
perceived stress is associated with increased general psychopathology and burnout
(Guruprakash et al., 2018) and hopelessness (Demirtas & Yildiz, 2019). As most extant
studies have examined the stress levels among the student population, researchers,
AlAteeq et al. (2020) have recommended further studies to investigate the stressors
or the impact of perceived stress levels on this population segment.

Coping

In general, coping can be categorised into two: avoidance and approach
coping. When facing stressful situations, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, Asians,
including those in Malaysia, are more likely to adopt coping avoidance strategies
(Kamaludin et al., 2020). It can be due to the stigma associated with the showing of
weakness in Asian societies, which would then discourage individuals from seeking
support, hence making them more likely to adopt maladaptive coping strategies
(Gan et al., 2011), such as avoidance coping.

Furthermore, researchers have contended that university students in
Malaysia have been reported to be seeking maladaptive or avoidance coping
to deal with pandemic-related anxieties due to the movement restrictions that
have been imposed, thus limiting their access to resources for face-to-face social
support (Kamaludin et al., 2020). Research has also found that avoidance coping
predicts hopelessness, while approach coping is a protective factor of hopelessness
(Rodriguez-Naranjo & Cano, 2016). Concerning the pandemic outbreak, avoidance
coping has been found to predict high psychological distress among Asians (Wang
et al., 2020).

Hopelessness

Hopelessness has been positively associated with depressive symptoms and
increasing suicidal ideation (Lamis et al., 2016). Oyekcin et al. (2017) demonstrated
that hopelessness significantly predicts suicidal behaviour among Turkish university
students. Moreover, physical and mental health improvement is notably associated
with hopeful outcomes, such as life satisfaction and happiness, which improve when
individuals are physically and mentally healthier (Oyekcin et al., 2017). According to
Lew et al. (2019), hopelessness is a significant risk factor for suicidality during the
COVID-19 outbreak. The undergraduate students have fewer physical problems,
thus making psychological issues such as feeling hopeless a more likely risk factor
for suicidal behaviour.
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Psychological distress

Vungkhanching et al. (2017) discovered that avoidance coping predicts
psychological distress. Likewise, several other researchers have speculated this
relationship in their studies on the student population (Thompson et al., 2016;
Romero et al., 2015). In their study of student veterans, Romero et al. (2015) examined
the contribution of coping and familial social support to anxiety and depressive
symptoms. Their results indicate that avoidance coping predicts depressive and
anxiety symptoms. Furthermore, Thompson et al. (2016) consistently arrived at
similar conclusions in their study with medical students. However, studies which
have examined this pattern amid the pandemic are scarce. Liang et al. (2020),
who assessed youth’s mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic, asserted
that negative coping styles affect their mental health. This type of coping enables
distress (Rossi et al., 2020).

Pandemic and coping behaviour

The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to the decline in tertiary students’
ability to rely on typical coping strategies due to the lack of social support. Alternative
coping behaviours such as denial and disengagement, which have consequently
increased, are predictors of depression (Grubic et al.,, 2020; Son et al., 2020).
Avoidance coping can be defined as cognitive and behavioural efforts inclined
toward denying, minimising, or avoiding dealing directly with stressful situations
and has been disclosed to be closely linked to distress and depression (Cronkite &
Moos, 1995). On the other hand, approach coping refers to coping strategies that
are directly used to confront stressors and their related emotions (Di Nota et al.,
2021).

Therefore, assessing the level of avoidance and approach coping methods
employed by youth and its prediction on hopelessness and psychological distress
may provide a better understanding of how to improve the available support
systems. It can also help to alter the focus on raising awareness and how to
incorporate positive coping strategies (e.g., approach coping) instead of negative
coping strategies (e.g., avoidance coping), as well as ways to equip them with such
strategies (Grubic et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020).

The existence of elevated levels of uncertainty about one's future, the
future of others, and even the public, has been found to associate with the levels
of hopelessness (Afifi et al., 2013). Hopelessness can be defined as the feeling that
any effort aimed at constructive change in a stressful situation is pointless before it
is even attempted (Shea & Hurley, 1964). Moreover, according to Lew et al. (2019),
hopelessness is a significant risk factor for suicide among tertiary students, thus,
making it imperative to study hopelessness and its predictors such as psychological
distress and coping. The support system developers of universities may need to
consider perceived stress and cope and its implications on their students’ feelings
of hopelessness and psychological well-being.
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Ideally, all tertiary students should face moderate stress levels with reliable
coping strategies, and a hopeful outlook for their future, especially during a
pandemic where uncertainties are abundant. Nevertheless, most students have been
left feeling isolated with deficient social support to aid in coping with the anxiety
and depressive symptoms that do not seem to abate with the COVID-19 pandemic
(Elmer et al., 2020). It has been recognized that psychological distress is a significant
obstacle to academic success as it affects students’ motivation, concentration, and
social interactions (Son et al., 2020).

Methodology

The present study

The Cognitive Activation Theory of Stress (CATS) holds that stress response
differs depending on the acquired expectancies for the outcomes of stimuli and the
available responses (Ursin & Erikson, 2004). According to Ursin and Erikson (2004),
stress stimuli evaluated by the brain may result in stress responses that will be fed
back to the brain. The brain may alter the stimuli or the perception of the stimuli
by acts or expectancies. For instance, under the CATS, perceived stress refers to an
acquired expectancy that any response will lead to a negative outcome. Avoidance
is considered an overt behaviour of a harmful act (Ursin & Erikson, 2004; 2007). The
stress response depends on whether it is a negative or positive act or expectancy
that will lead to no health threat or strain. If it is a strain, it will lead to pathology.

Based on the CATS model, the present study conceptualises that the loads
or the stimuli are the COVID-19 pandemic-related stressors, such as ERTL and
social distancing. The outcomes can be due to either cognitive outcome (perceived
stress), behavioural outcome (coping), or expectancy to the stressors. As these are
negative acts or expectancies, the result will be a strain or pathology. In the present
studly, strain is conceptualised as increasing psychological distress and hopelessness
among undergraduate students. It is hypothesised that high levels of perceived
stress and avoidance coping predict increased hopelessness and psychological
distress, whereas high levels of approach coping predict reduced hopelessness and
psychological distress.

Study design and participants

A cross-sectional survey design was utilised to collect data from participants
using an online platform, i.e., Google Form. A sample of 113 undergraduate
students (i.e., 34.51% local and 65.49% international students) currently studying
in Malaysian universities was recruited for the present study (see Table 1). All
39 Malaysian students reside in Malaysia, of whom 14 (31.77%) stay on campus,
while the remaining 25 (64.1%) stay at home. As for the international students, 41
(55.40%) reside in Malaysia, with 12 (31.77%) staying on campus, while 29 (39.19%)
stay off-campus. The remaining 33 (44.6%) reside in their own homes abroad.
More international students were recruited than the local students to enable the
researchers to examine the differences between the studied variables based on
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their residence, including those who had returned to their hometown when the
present study was conducted. Participants’ ages range from 17 to 41 years. Overall,
26 participants (23%) stay in campus residences, while 54 (47.80%) are in their homes
in Malaysia, and 33 (29.20%) are at home in their respective countries.

Participants were recruited through purposive sampling to ensure that data
was collected from the specific target population. In addition, various social media
platforms frequented by tertiary students, such as Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter,
were recruited. All participants in the present study met the inclusion criteria, i.e.,
they were registered and active undergraduate students studying in a Malaysian
university when the study was conducted. The present study excluded those
diagnosed with any psychological disorder by a psychiatrist or clinical psychologist
as stated in the DSM-5, those who were inactive and unregistered for at least one
semester during 2020, and students studying in universities outside of Malaysia.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

n % M and SD
Age
Below 20 9 goo  MTeeD"
20-25 101 89.40
25-30 2 1.80
Above 30 1 0.90
Residence Campus Residence 26 23.00
Home (Malaysia) 54 47.80
Home (Abroad) 33 29.20
Nationality Local 39 34.51
International 74 65.49
N=113

Research instruments/measures

Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10)

PSS-10 is a 10-item self-report scale that measures the degree to which
individuals appraise their situation as stressful (Cohen et al.,1983). The items were
scored using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (Never) to 4 (Very often), of which
four items were positively worded. Therefore, the total score was obtained by reverse
scoring the four items (4, 5, 7, 8) and then summing up the scores of all items (Cohen
et al., 1983).
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PSS-10 is an excellent tool to measure university students’ perceived stress
(Manzar et al., 2019; Orlici & Demir, 2009). Principal component factor analysis with
varimax rotation yielded two components of PSS-10, i.e., the negative and positive
perception of stress, consistent with the existing literature (Sandhu et al., 2015). The
first factor consisted of six negatively worded items (ltems 1, 2, 3, 6, 9, and 10), and
the second factor consisted of four positively worded items (Items 4, 5, 7, and 8). In
the present study, Cronbach’s alpha of the negative perception of stress (positively
worded items) is .88, and the positive perception of stress (negatively worded items)
is .74.

Brief Approach/Avoidance Coping Questionnaire (BACQ)

BACQ is a 12-item self-report scale that measures two types of coping:
approach and avoidance coping (Loton et al., 2016; Polman et al., 2010; Finset et al.,
2002). The items were scored using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (completely
disagree) to 5 (completely agree), and the total score was obtained by the sum of
all scores (Polman et al., 2010). Principal component factor analysis with varimax
rotation suggested two components of BACQ, i.e., approach and avoidance coping,
consistent with Finset and colleagues’ (2002) suggestion on general approach/
avoidance coping dimensions. The first factor (approach coping) consisted of four
items (Items 3, 4, 5, and 6), and the second factor (avoidance coping) consisted of
six items (Items 7, 8,9, 10, 11, and 12). As the scree plot suggested, only two factors,
ltem 1, which loaded under factor 4, and ltem 2, which loaded under factor 3, were
deleted. The Cronbach’s alpha values of both subscales in the present study are
acceptable (i.e., approach coping a = .60 and avoidance coping a = .69).

Beck’s Hopelessness Scale (BHS)

BHS is a 20-item self-report scale that measures the negative attitude towards
future events (Beck et al., 1974). The scale consists of dichotomous items answered
as either true or false (Lamis et al., 2016). The total score was calculated by the sum
of item responses, with each favourable response being a 0 and each pessimistic
response being a 1 and ranging from 0 to 20, with higher scores being an indicator
of higher levels of hopelessness (Crocker et al., 1994). The BHS has an established
Cronbach’s alpha of .97 (Bouvard et al., 1992). Moreover, BHS is acknowledged as
valid for samples of university students (Steed, 2001). Principal component factor
analysis with varimax rotation suggested only one factor for hopelessness, consisting
of seven negatively worded items (Items 1, 5, 6, 8, 10, 13, and 15) and 12 positively
worded items (ltems 2, 4, 7,9, 11,12, 14, 16, 17, 18, 19, and 20). Item 3 was deleted
from the scale as it did not load under factor 1. In the present study, Cronbach’s
alpha for this scale is .89.

General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12)

GHQ-12 is a 12-item scale that measures the severity of general mental
health over the past few weeks (Goldberg & Williams, 1988). The items were scored
using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (better than usual) to 3 (much less than
usual). The negatively worded items were reverse-scored, and then the sum of all
scores generated the total score (Sdnchez-Lépez & Dresch, 2008). GHQ-12 is a
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valid measure employed for university student samples (Niemz et al., 2005). Two
factors of GHQ-12 (i.e., social dysfunction and anxiety/depression) were detected
on a scree plot when principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation was
performed. Social dysfunction, which consisted of Items 1, 3, 4, 7, 8, and 12, yielded
a Cronbach’s alpha of .83, while anxiety/depression, which consisted of Items 2, 5, 6,
9,10, and 11, yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .77.

Procedures

Data was collected through an online Google form questionnaire distributed
via WhatsApp, Viber, Facebook, and Instagram. The Google form consisted of
six sections comprising the information sheet, demographic information, and
four measures above. The present study complied with the IIlUM Research Ethics
Committee’s policies, whereby the Ethics Committee at the Department of
Psychology reviewed and approved the ethics and application. The information sheet
preceded the data collection procedure, allowing participants to read through their
rights (for instance, that participation was voluntary and they could withdraw at any
time) and gave their consent when answering the questionnaire. The participants
were informed that their responses would be strictly confidential and anonymous
and the possible harm or benefits of filling this form. All other relevant information
about the study itself was also fully disclosed.

Results

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS 21.0 software. All assumptions for
regression analysis on normality, outliers, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity
were checked. The Q-Q plots indicated normal distribution for all variables while
no outliers were identified as Cook’s distance values were below the criterion
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2017). The results also indicated that the variance inflation
factor (VIF) values were below the cut-off point of 10, and the tolerance values were
above the cut-off point of .10, indicating no multicollinearity issue (Field, 2018). The
Durbin-Watson tests used to estimate homoscedasticity indicated that values for all
predictors were close to 2, as recommended by Field (2018).

Next, descriptive and correlation analyses were conducted to examine the
data distribution and relationships among variables. The Pearson product-moment
correlation in Table 2 indicates that negative perception of stress (r = .44**, p <.001)
and avoidance coping (r = .51, p < .001) are significantly and positively correlated
with hopelessness while positive perception of stress (r = -.45**) and approach
coping (r=-.43**, p < .001) are significantly and negatively related to hopelessness.

Correlation analysis also found significantly positive correlations between
negative perception of stress (r = .26, p < .001) and avoidance coping (r = .55, p
< .001) and social dysfunction. In contrast, positive perception of stress (r = -.61, p
< .001) and approach coping (r = -.54**, p < .001) are significantly and negatively
related to social dysfunction, indicating that higher levels of positive perception of
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stress and approach coping are correlated with reduced social dysfunction among
participants. None of the perceived stress and coping variables is significantly
correlated with anxiety/depression; hence only hopelessness and social dysfunction
were included as outcome variables in further analyses. In addition, gender was
controlled in the further analysis because it was significantly correlated with social
dysfunction.

A series of hierarchical multiple regression analyses were performed
to investigate the direct effects of perceived stress (i.e., positive and negative
perceptions) on hopelessness and social dysfunction while controlling for gender.
In the first regression analysis, gender was entered in Step 1, followed by the
negative perception of stress, positive perception of stress, avoidance coping, and
approach coping in Step 2 (see Table 3). It was found that gender does not predict
hopelessness (68 = -.07, p = .469). With the addition of all predictors in Step 2, the
change in R2 is significant (AR2 = .41), showing that only avoidance (6 = .33, p < .001)
and approach coping (8 = -.24, p = .005) are significant predictors of hopelessness,
F (5,107) = 14.79, p < .001.

Table 2: Intercorrelations among Variables

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Gender -

Negative
2 perceptionof 1582 580 .02 -
stress

Positive
3 perceptionof 811 3.08 .16 -41** -
stress

4 Avoidance 1459 495 -01  47** _36** -

coping

Approach

. 2096 318 16 -31%* 43 -20 -
coping

6 Hopelessness 516 436 -07 44** - A5**  BI*F _A3** -

7 Social ‘ 8.27 A4.60 26%*% -4 1**  BE¥*  _GA**x  3Dkk Ok -
dysfunction

g Anxiety/ 1127 422 02 -14 08 -14 09 -16 14
depression

N=113

**Correlation is significant at the .001 level (two-tailed)
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The results indicate that higher avoidance coping predicts higher hopelessness,
while higher approach coping predicts lower hopelessness.

Table 3: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Hopelessness and
Social Dysfunction

Hopelessness Social Dysfunction
R? AR? 6 p R? AR? ] P

Step 1 .07 .01 26 .07

Gender -.07 469 27 .006
Step 2 .64 A1 76 .58

g:iaeg‘t’;n o stross 1412 -39 001
Z ?z’:r";’sespe“ep“b" 17063 26 001
Avoidance coping .33 .001 =27 .001
Approach coping -24 .005 .01 .986
N=113

Another hierarchical multiple regression analysis was conducted to test the
predictors of social dysfunction. Gender that was entered in Step 1 accounted for
26% of variance in social dysfunction (6 = .26, p < .001). In Step 2, all predictors were
entered and accounted for 76% of changes in social dysfunction, F (5, 107) = 29.47,
p < .001. Further investigation revealed that negative perception of stress (6 = -.39,
p < .001), positive perception of stress (8 = .26, p = .001), and avoidance coping (8
= -.27, p < .001) significantly predicted social dysfunction. The results indicate that
higher levels of the negative perception of stress and avoidance coping predict high
levels of social dysfunction. In contrast, positive perceptions of stress predict low
levels of social dysfunction (see Figure 1 for the summary of the results).

Interestingly, when analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to investigate
the differences between places of residence on all studied variables, it was found that
there is a statistically significant difference of places of residence on hopelessness at
p =.027, F (2, 110) = 3.75. In addition, post-hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD
test indicated that the mean score for hopelessness among participants who are
staying in their home country (M = 5.48, SD = 3.44) is significantly lower than those
who are staying on campus in Malaysia (M = 8.38, SD = 4.85).
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Negative perception of stress|\_-.39**

26** Hopelessness
Positive perception of stress

335578

Avoidance coping Social dysfunction

Approach coping

*p < 005, **p < 001

Figure 1: Predictors of hopelessness and social dysfunction

Discussion and Recommendation

The present study mainly investigates the predictors of hopelessness and
psychological distress among youth, specifically university students studying in
Malaysia. Two significant results are found in the present study, and both support the
underpinning theory, CATS. First, both coping strategies, avoidance, and approach
significantly predict hopelessness. When both types of coping were regressed on
hopelessness, it was found that avoidance coping positively predicts hopelessness,
while approach coping negatively predicts hopelessness.

The results support previous research (e.g., Lew et al., 2019; Chen & Wau,
2017; Tsujimoto et al., 2018) that both coping strategies are influential predictors
of hopelessness among youth. Hence, in planning for training, leadership, self-
development, and skill-based programmes as outlined by Malaysia’s National Youth
Policy, universities, colleges, organisations, and various agencies should include
coping as one of the main items on their agenda. Previous research has shown that a
lack of appropriate coping strategies increases hopelessness (Bonanno et al., 2010).

Secondly, positive and negative perceptions of stress and avoidance coping
were found to significantly predict social dysfunction, a category of psychological
distress. The findings are consistent with previous studies that have found perceived
stress and maladaptive coping with being predictors of psychological distress (e.g.,
Vungkhanchinget al., 2020; Li et al., 2021; Babore et al., 2020; Guruprakash et al.,
2018; Liang et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). These findings should implore the
policymakers to mitigate the adverse effects of stress on students’ psychological
well-being through clear guidelines and procedures for programmes that can
strengthen personal resources, such as coping and stress management strategies.
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Hence, relevant authorities such as higher educational institutions,
organisations, and agencies that work with youth should be given clear procedures
and guidelines on intervention programmes related to mental health. For instance,
it is suggested that proper training procedures on psychological interventions and
training, such as psychoeducation programmes and cognitive and behavioural-
based programmes should be prepared by experts in psychology as guidelines
to be used by individuals or organisations working with this population. Previous
research has proven that psychoeducation programmes such as multimedia
psychoeducational intervention during the COVID-19 pandemic can help to reduce
stress levels (Shaygan et al., 2021).

Although it was not hypothesised, the additional finding on the vulnerability
of undergraduate students in terms of hopelessness among those who resided on
campus makes it clear that the university authorities should pay more attention.
Apart from COVID-19 related predominant stressors, such as financial constraints,
remote online learning, the uncertainty of academic performance, insecure future
jobs, reduced overall mood, decreased wellness behaviour, and a higher level of
stress (Sundrasen et al., 2020; Copeland et al., 2021), social isolation among students
on campus is also associated with lower mental health, including loneliness,
helplessness, and hopelessness (Huang et al., 2020), especially among international
students.

Lai and colleagues (2020) further attested the significance of reduced mental
health among international students who stay on campus compared to those who
had returned to their home countries due to a lack of resilience during the pandemic.
Therefore, the present study’s findings should entreat the university policymakers
to produce mental health literacy guidelines and awareness programmes that
include resilience building, coping, peer support, and online psychosocial support,
especially for students who reside on campus during the pandemic.

In addition, Moreno and colleagues (2020) argued that according to the
COVID-19 pandemic, there should be changes to global mental health care,
including:

adapting mental health services to the COVID-19 pandemic,
ensuring sustainable mental health services,

paying attention to new mental illnesses and high-risk cases,
developing mental health care delivery system by the experts,
continuous mental health assessment,

increasing mental health literacy, and

emphasising self-care and coping strategies.

Nouobkwd =

These changes can be initiated by considering social policy reforms that
include related psychological variables. As highlighted in the Introduction section,
Malaysia has initiated such policies (i.e., Malaysia’s National Youth Development
Policy and the National Mental Health Policy). The reformation of such policies will

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SOCIAL POLICY AND SOCIETY SPECIAL EDITION 2021



Perceived Stress and Coping

benefit the users of mental health services, the community, and the nation. Therefore,
it is recommended that the government focus on the importance of mental health
and psychological well-being.

Furthermore, individuals, especially youth, should be empowered with
essential knowledge and skills in self-care, stress management, and coping strategies
to build up their resilience. Therefore, it should be the priority of Malaysia’s National
Youth Policy and Mental Health Policy. This is a crucial aspect as mental health and
psychological well-being are among the core agendas for a sustainable future in
Malaysia and globally.

Regardless of the support found for both hypotheses, the results should be
interpreted within the context of three limitations. First, as it was a cross-sectional
study, causality with COVID-19 cannot be established. The possibility of the
variables existing before the onset of the pandemic cannot be dismissed. Therefore,
longitudinal or experimental research is recommended to verify the effects. Second,
as the measures employed were of a self-report nature, the possibility of over-
reporting or under-reporting, as well as self-bias, could have influenced the actual
scores of the participants (Son et al., 2020). Therefore, it is recommended that future
studies may consider using other assessment methods, peer reports, or colleagues’
ratings to minimise such bias. Third, as the participants in this study are mostly
youth in universities, generalisation to other population segments is impossible.
However, in future studies, the sample can be extended to youth in general to
assess a broader range of perceived stress, coping strategies, hopelessness, and
psychological distress.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study highlight perceived stress and coping
as predictors of hopelessness and psychological distress during the COVID-19
pandemic. For the government, policy-makers, universities, and other agencies to
help manage and reduce hopelessness and psychological distress among youth,
policies, and guidelines must be drawn up for intervention and programmes that
comprise stress management and coping elements. It is concluded that in a non-
clinical population of undergraduate students currently studying in Malaysia during
the COVID-19 pandemic, approach and avoidance coping predict hopelessness,
and perception of stress and avoidance coping predict social dysfunction.
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